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Helen Paynter writes…
I begin with some personal news. When I took on the editing of 
Guidelines about three years ago, I was working a portfolio role 
and had easy capacity for this important work. A year ago, I was appointed 
full-time as tutor at Bristol Baptist College, and in addition, the Centre for the 
Study of Bible and Violence, which I set up and direct, has really taken off. As 
a result, my capacity for other things is limited, and I have decided to step 
back from my role as commissioning editor of Guidelines.

I do this with reluctance and with sadness. I hugely appreciate the gifted, 
learned and dedicated people who contribute reflections week by week. It’s a 
privilege to have worked with them in producing the notes. I often think that 
writing and editing notes brings the greater blessing, but I do hope that the 
notes I have had a hand in shaping have been a blessing to you, our readers. 

I am delighted that Olivia Warburton and Rachel Tranter of BRF have agreed 
to take over the role that I am leaving. They’re both very experienced editors, 
and having worked with them for some time I know of their passion for seeing 
God’s word set free to challenge and inspire.

Speaking of challenging and inspiring, let me preview what we have on 
offer for you in this edition. I’m delighted to be able to introduce several 
new writers to you. I heard Gareth Black present on 1 Peter at a conference, 
and I was so impressed that I invited him to write some notes for us. I had 
the privilege of sharing the supervision of Ashley Hibbard’s PhD thesis on 
Genesis and Deuteronomy, and I’m delighted that she will be writing on the 
second half of Genesis for us. Isabelle Hamley has recently published a com-
mentary on Judges, and I’m thrilled that she has written two weeks of notes 
on that book for us. I’d also like to introduce Freddy Hedley, of Westminster 
Theological Centre, who is writing on Pentecost. Finally, Methodist minister 
Russell Herbert, who has recently written a book on the subject, will be taking 
us through another of life’s milestones: middle age. 

Of course we have some familiar faces as well. Steve Walton will be taking 
us on a deep dive into 1 Thessalonians, and Terry Griffith will be studying 
characters in the fourth gospel. Nigel Wright has two weeks of notes on Trin-
ity, to coincide with Trinity Sunday, and Richard Briggs is leading us through 
the first part of Exodus.

I pray that these notes will be valuable to you, and that you will experience 
every joy as you continue to study God’s wonderful word.
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Faith under fire:  
a study of 1 Peter
Gareth Black

1 Peter was originally written to a culturally diverse collective of Christians living 
out their faith across the Anatolian Peninsula (1:1), united by their suffering. 
Though their individual grievances vary, they are having a common effect: to 
raise deeply complex and often destabilising questions vis-à-vis the credibility 
of their faith and hope in God’s promised salvation. It is telling that the first 
instruction in this letter is to ensure that they think clearly and correctly about 
the nature of God’s salvation (1:3–12) and thereby ‘set [stabilise] your hope fully 
on the grace [of God]’ (1:13). Clearly the greatest danger the author perceives 
in these believers’ experiences of suffering is suffering’s power to both confuse 
their thinking and, consequently, subvert their faith in Jesus Christ. 

Psychologists have long identified that the devastation of suffering is fre-
quently relative to our expectations. For a Christian who might have mistakenly 
developed conceptions of God’s grace that do not properly account for suffering, 
facing adversity can be both confusing and even devastating. Relative to their 
expectations, such experiences might suggest that either Christianity is bogus 
or, if it is legitimate, their circumstances indicate that they personally have 
become disqualified. It is this incoherent tension between one’s (misplaced) 
expectations of the nature of God’s grace and a lived experience of suffering 
that harbours the power to unhinge Christian faith and hope, a struggle that the 
apostle Peter experienced all too personally (Matthew 16:21–28; Mark 8:31–38).

If misunderstanding of God’s grace, however sincerely held, facilitates 
fertile soil for suffering’s undermining of faith, one solution is surely to offer 
believers a true account of how that grace does – and doesn’t – operate in 
salvation, one that fully accounts for experiences of suffering and endows 
them with meaning. 5:12 clearly reveals this to be the purpose of 1 Peter. Its 
author wrote with a clear intention: to present what is true about the nature 
of God’s grace in salvation, so that we might become fully convinced that we 
can ‘stand firm’ upon it in navigating life and faith’s many trials. 

Unless otherwise stated, Bible quotations are taken from the ESV.
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1  Salvation that is suffering-secure

1 Peter 1:1–13
Given the purpose highlighted in the introduction to these notes, it makes 
perfect sense that the letter opens with an invigorating summary articulat-
ing what is true about the grandeur, purview and security of God’s salvation 
syllabus. 

Verses 3–12 are structured according to three temporal dimensions of God’s 
salvation. There is a future reality to salvation (vv. 3–5) in which the hope of 
their promised inheritance cannot be undermined by the circumstances of this 
world, because it exists beyond this world, ‘kept in heaven for you’ (v. 4) and 
is exclusively contingent upon the unchangeable historical reality of Jesus’ 
resurrection (v. 3). There is also a past component (vv. 9–12) in which Israel’s 
ancient prophets, who themselves faced the challenge of believing in Christ 
without the luxury of physically seeing him (compare vv. 8–9), had predicted 
that ‘the sufferings of Christ and the subsequent glories’ (v. 11) would be the 
means through which God would elect to provide salvation. There is also a 
present dynamic to Christian salvation (vv. 6–9) in which, ‘if necessary’ (v. 6), 
God is able to use grievous and testing experiences to refine our faith, so that 
even though, like any tested metal, it might appear to emerge from the fire 
smaller, it does so purer and, therefore, of greater value.

When our thinking is recalibrated, it offers us a perspective on what is 
true about the grace of God (5:12) that both stabilises our basis for hope and 
endows experiences of suffering with serious purpose and meaning. As Israel 
literally girded up their loins in Egypt to enable them to journey effectively 
towards their promised inheritance in Canaan, verse 13 suggests that Christian 
success in walking towards our inheritance is to prepare our minds (literally, 
‘gird up the loins of your mind’) with this true understanding of God’s salva-
tion. Only with our minds clear and focused upon these realities can we stand 
secure against the challenges and pressures of our present wilderness journey.
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2  God’s provision of a salvation thought-model

1 Peter 1:13—2:10
What might be the significance of this letter describing its mostly Gentile 
audience in terms such as ‘exiles’ chosen ‘for obedience to Jesus Christ and 
for sprinkling with his blood’ (1:1–2), or as ‘ransomed… with the precious 
blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot’ (1:18–19), or 
‘living stones… being build up as a spiritual house’ (2:5), or, indeed, ‘a chosen 
race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession’ (2:9)?

Clearly these metaphors are drawn very intentionally from the book 
of Exodus, through which Peter intends his readers to capture important 
aspects of their own salvation. The aptness of pointing people to this story 
is profound: Exodus was itself a salvation journey, one that began with Israel 
being ‘called out of the darkness’ in Egypt to live in God’s light as ‘a people for 
his own possession’ (2:9) until the realisation of their promised inheritance 
(1:4) in Canaan. It was a salvation curriculum that, by God’s design, included 
ransoming at the price of the unblemished Passover lamb (1:19), discoveries 
of God’s holiness and their covenantal commitment to obey God’s moral law 
(1:15–16), an act symbolically sealed by Moses sprinkling blood upon the 
people (1:2). It involved the founding of Israel into a chosen race and nation 
(2:9–10), as well as the establishment of a spiritual house (tabernacle) with 
its attending priesthood and system of worship (2:5) designed specifically to 
proclaim for both the Israelites and surrounding nations the ‘excellencies’ of 
God’s wisdom and mercy (2:9). 

Hebrews 8:5, however, tells us that the ultimate purpose of all the dynamics 
of Israel’s salvation journey was to ‘serve [as] a copy and shadow of heavenly 
things’. In other words, in the same way that scientists create molecular 
models in order to help them understand aspects of organic chemistry, God 
has offered the world a historic model of his salvation in Israel’s Exodus by 
which we may capture many of the dynamics and realities of his grace and 
processes in Christian salvation. What a resource this must have been to 
the first recipients of 1 Peter, in the absence of the New Testament canon to 
help them understand these things. Rather than Peter needing to explain the 
dynamics of God’s salvation grace in abstractions, God provided an accessible 
thought-model in Israel’s Exodus experience through which to discover – or 
rediscover - crucial realities about the nature of our salvation in Christ. 
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3  Suffering in spite of doing good

1 Peter 2:11–25
A major part of God’s plan for Israel’s salvation in Exodus was to include a 
liminal period – between exiting Egypt and inheriting Canaan – of learning 
to sojourn in the wilderness as exiles. Despite Israel’s early enthusiasm and 
devotion to God, the monotony and challenges of their wilderness experi-
ence became a crucible that tested the genuineness of their faith in God 
(compare Deuteronomy 8). It revealed that many of them did not trust God at 
all. Drawing from Exodus, 1 Peter encourages Christians to understand their 
present, liminal period – between being ‘born again’ (1:3) and receiving our 
promised inheritance (1:4) at Jesus’ revelation (1:5, 13) – as that of ‘exiles’ 
(1:1; v. 11), where our faith can expect similar pressures to that of Israel’s 
wilderness wanderings.

Of course, inherent to being a Christian exile is a sense of alienation, as 
well as questions of how to navigate the tensions that can arise from living 
alongside those who do not share our worldview or values. At one level, these 
challenges are internal, in terms of how we resist the powerful ‘passions of the 
flesh’ (v. 11). At another level, the challenges are external and relational, in 
terms of how we as Christians conduct our public lives and positively interact 
with others who do not presently believe the gospel, say, in contexts of civic 
governance (vv. 13–17), employment and service (vv. 18–25) or even marriage 
(3:1–7). 1 Peter emphasises that Christians bear responsibility before God 
for conducting themselves in these environments with respect and posi-
tive engagement, not because people will always merit it (sometimes they 
definitely won’t!), but rather because doing so accords with God’s grace and 
will that we have been called to (vv. 19–21). It is also central to the integrity 
and effectiveness of Christian public witness (v. 12). 

That is not to say that doing so will be easy! 1 Peter is very honest that, at 
times, despite our best efforts we may suffer unjustly in spite of all the good we 
do (v. 18). Nevertheless, our response to these challenges is to be determined 
by the gospel and not by the level of injustice we may have experienced, nor 
by simply demanding our rights. Given how countercultural and counterin-
tuitive that kind of response is in our current social milieu, 1 Peter points us 
to another model to inspire us: Jesus Christ, who did not fight fire with fire 
when unjustly suffering, but steadfastly entrusted himself to the promise of 
true justice whilst continuing to do good (v. 23). 
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4  Suffering because of doing good

1 Peter 3:8–22
1 Peter never sentimentalises the nature of God’s grace in our salvation, but 
instead makes repeatedly clear that God’s bringing us to glory often involves 
suffering; it certainly did for Jesus (1:11; 2:20–25), and it may for us. We have 
already seen that one way a Christian might face adversity is by suffering 
unjustly, in spite of doing good (2:18–25). Today’s passage focuses on another 
form of grief: suffering ‘for righteousness’ sake’ (v. 14) – pain and opposition 
we face directly because of our ‘doing good’ (v. 17).

Often ‘doing good’ does not cause us to suffer. Quite the opposite: verses 
8–13 suggests that we ought to do good in the form of guarding our speech and 
not reciprocating animosity because there is both a divine blessing (v. 9) and 
a strong correlation between being the kind of person who is keen to always 
‘do good’ or ‘seek peace’ (v. 11) and experiencing a pleasant life. However, 1 
Peter is realistic enough to recognise that there may come occasions where 
we are made to suffer precisely because we have done what is right (vv. 14, 
17), for example, when someone loses friendships because they courageously 
confront misogynistic behaviour, or when an individual’s career progression 
is curtailed because they refuse to cut ethical corners in business for the sake 
of higher profit margins. 1 Peter’s expectation is that, as Christians, we need 
to be prepared to face suffering of this type. 

We are to do so, however, in a particular way: by not allowing these chal-
lenges to unnerve us (v. 14b); by making clear that our supreme loyalty is to 
Christ as Lord (v. 15); and by displaying to others that the Christian ‘hope 
within you’ is a hope that transcends even the ideals of personal safety, 
material wealth or social reputation. This reiterates a key message of 1 Peter, 
namely, that how we as Christians respond to suffering is a crucial factor in 
our public witness, with huge evangelistic potential in commending Christ 
to others. The assumption in verse 15 is that, as we suffer faithfully, it will 
provoke curiosity among others regarding the basis for the intriguing hope 
they observe in us. This raises two sobering questions: if we never receive 
questions about our faith, just how much is the distinctive power and hope of 
Christianity on display in our lives? And, when those questions do come, how 
capable and prepared are we to graciously offer meaningful and persuasive 
answers concerning the rational and evidential basis for Christianity’s claims?
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5  Suffering because of the name of Christ

1 Peter 4
We will focus on verses 12–19, where 1 Peter addresses a final form of suf-
fering that a Christian may face: suffering ‘as a Christian’ (v. 16) or ‘for the 
name of Christ’ (v. 14). Unlike the previous forms of grief considered, which 
are neither unique to Christians nor determined by allegiance to Christ per 
se, the ‘fiery trial’ (v. 12) considered here concerns adversity caused directly 
because of one’s Christian faith. 

Verse 12 emphasises a message implied throughout the letter: when these 
experiences of suffering emerge, we ought not to be ‘surprised’, as if such 
things are incoherent abnormalities in God’s grace that in some way discredit 
his salvation promise. This was precisely why Peter was so unnerved by Jesus’ 
pronouncement of his sufferings and rejection (compare Mark 8:31–38); he 
simply had no category for the hope of salvation he had entrusted to Jesus 
containing such difficulties. Yet Jesus was very intentional in forewarning 
his followers about the opposition that would come both to himself and to 
his disciples (compare John 15:18–25). He did so in order that when these 
experiences inevitably came, rather than undermine their faith in his words, 
sending them into all kinds of spiritual confusion, it would confirm their trust 
in him. Instead of being unsettled by these experiences of suffering, we are 
to ‘rejoice’ (v. 13); not rejoice masochistically in the experience of suffering, 
but rejoice in what it means: we ‘share Christ’s sufferings’; we share in being 
insulted and rejected on the same basis that Christ did. Though we might 
experience disassociation from others because of our allegiance to Christ, 
in such moments God associates with us with profound levels of intimacy; 
the very ‘spirit of glory and of God’ rests upon us (v. 14). And, if we share 
in Christ’s sufferings, we will also share in his glory and vindication, on the 
day when Christ is revealed as Lord and those who have faithfully followed 
Jesus are declared by history’s true judge to have been on the right side of 
history (v. 14; 5:1).

Though all experiences of Christian persecution are acutely difficult, we 
must not be ashamed (v. 16; Mark 8:38), but instead ‘entrust [our] souls to a 
faithful Creator while doing good’ (v. 19), assured that God can use even the 
fire of adversity to both reveal what is true (‘judge’) about the quality of our 
faith (vv. 17–18), and refine that faith into something so valuable that it will 
receive the very commendation of heaven itself (1:6–7).
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6  Suffering and shepherding

1 Peter 5:1–11
What qualities do you expect in a Christian leader? Commanding presence? 
Charismatic personality? Inspirational visionary? As typical as these attri-
butes are to our notions – even Christian notions – of good leadership, they 
are not the primary qualities that 1 Peter advocates for spiritual oversight. 
Instead, and unsurprisingly given the purpose of the letter, the charge is laid 
for leaders (‘elders’, v. 1) to demonstrate qualities that will ultimately enable 
those in their care to suffer well and stand firm in Christian hope when their 
faith is under fire. 

Verses 1–4, however, highlight that this crucial component of leadership 
ought to be augmented by both the example that leaders personally set in 
navigating faith under fire (v. 3b) and by the character with which leaders lead 
others (vv. 2–3). Much of what Peter himself learned about walking through 
pain and suffering with hope intact was grasped ‘as a witness of the suffer-
ings of Christ’ (v. 1). He observed first-hand Jesus’ example par excellence of 
what it meant to respond to adversity and injustice by ‘entrust[ing] his soul 
to a faithful Creator while doing good’ (4:19). Do we as leaders appreciate the 
value of our own example in helping others navigate disappointment, illness, 
injustice, even death in a truly Christian way?

The character with which leaders lead is also crucial. Devastating spiritual 
damage can be done when influential leaders abuse their power by treating 
people in manipulative or ‘domineering’ ways (v. 3) or exploit Christian min-
istry for ‘shameful gain’ (v. 2), or perhaps are persistently negative about their 
experience of leadership in a plea for self-pity. Instead, Christian leaders are 
to ‘shepherd the flock of God that is among you’ (v. 2). Suffering, present or 
future, raises all kinds of challenges for Christian character and faith. In such 
crucibles, people don’t need a champion-leader who appears invulnerable to 
the demands of the struggle; neither do we need a general-leader who will ride 
roughshod over people’s fears and weaknesses. We need a shepherd; someone 
who knows the terrain, appreciates the perils, is patient with weaknesses, 
does not abandon lost sheep and will gently, resolutely and faithfully serve 
to lead the weary safely home.
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Guidelines
I wonder if you have been struck by the realism of this letter’s understanding 
of the challenges that suffering brings to both our personal psychology and 
our faith in God’s promised salvation through Christ. How we interpret and 
respond to experiences of suffering will be influenced by a variety of factors. 
It can be easy, when not suffering, to confidently and in all sincerity assert 
various abstract theological platitudes. Yet the actual experience of walking 
through pain and suffering can shake our faith and make those platitudes 
appear desperately insufficient. This is why studying scripture to learn the 
nature of God’s grace is not simply an abstract theological exercise, but of 
vital pastoral significance to our own faith and that of those we might lead. 
• What are the questions and dilemmas that suffering raises for me ? Am 

I confident that God takes these questions seriously, or is there a suspicion 
that God will be disappointed with me for questioning my faith ?

• What are my expectations of God in relation to pain and suffering? Do I feel 
that an all-powerful God who loves me shouldn’t allow disappointment 
or injustice? Do I expect God to answer my prayer and intervene to change 
my circumstances? What if that doesn’t happen, or heaven appears silent?

• 1 Peter refers to the ‘sufferings’ of Christ as our example in navigating 
adversity faithfully. As familiar as I might be with the gospels, have I ever 
taken time to ‘be a witness of the sufferings of Christ’ (5:1), studying how 
Jesus  responded to pain and opposition so that I may learn from it?

• To know you are not alone in your suffering can be profoundly helpful 
(1 Peter 5:9). In what ways can I draw encouragement and inspiration 
from the stories of other Christians who have walked through valleys of 
pain – either in history or presently in various parts of the world – so that 
I can learn and find support in managing my own experiences of pain? 
How might I break taboos and facilitate conversations on issues with 
other Christians?

FURTHER READING
David Gooding, Peter: Scholar and teacher in the school of suffering (Myrtlefield 

House, 2017). Available online: myrtlefieldhouse.com/en/resource/493/
peter-scholar-and-teacher-in

Karen H. Jobes, 1 Peter (Baker Academic, 2005).
C.S. Lewis, A Grief Observed (Faber, 1966).
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